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HE LIFE of J. Edgar Hoover, who for 48 
■ years served as director of the Federal Bu- 
reau of Investigation, inevitably commands 
interest — a man who turned the FBI into a 
powerful, virtually autonomous agency and trans- 
formed his relationship with presidents and attorneys 
general from trusted subordinate to coequal (even 
Harry Truman, who risked political suicide when firing 
General Douglas MacArthur, quickly rebuffed sugges- 
tions that he fire Hoover, despite his own doubts about 
Hoover's methods and loyalty). Curt Gentry's massive 
biography is but the latest attempt to understand M the 
man and the secrets." 

Gentry’s book is a comprehensive and well-written 
survey of Hoover's tenure as director of the bureau, 
and provides insights into how Hoover turned a rela- 
tively inconsequential office into an agency that influ- 
enced American politics from the 1930s. It is a fasci- 
nating story about how Hoover amassed, used and 
abused power. Nonetheless it is a flawed book. There 
are a number of errors that stem from Gentry's failure 
to research sensitive FBI records and he often uncrit- 
ically accepts misinformation offered by (anonymous) 
former FBI agents and officials. 

Gentry claims, for example, to have researched Hoo- 
ver’s extant Official and Confidential File, as well as 
that of former FBI Assistant Director Louis Nichols. He 
describes their contents thus: Nichols's file includes 
"personal information, sometimes derogatory" on mem- 
bers of Congress ranging from “such factual documen- 


Hoover demonstrating submachine gun to baseball 
manager Mickey Cochrane in 1935 
arid favored FBI officials frequently viewed porno- 
graphic movies (a favorite was a film of a “well-known 
female singer") in a private “blue room" in the Crime 
Records Division. But he is apparently unaware that in 
1925 Hoover authorized the creation of an Obscene File 
to maintain “obscene or indecent" material. This special 
file contained, by the 1960s, a permanent collection of 
more than 10,000 "stag films," photographs, comic 
strips, playing cards, books and pamphlets. The collec- 
tion, whether or not Hoover had a personal interest in 
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